[Prevalence of bronchial asthma in childhood in Switzerland: significance of symptoms and diagnosis].
The prevalence of bronchial asthma has been studied prospectively for the first time in Swiss children. In August 1990 approximately 4900 children were issued with questionnaires to be completed by parents. Overall response rate was 85% and data of 4156 children were available for further analysis. The 12 month period prevalence for wheeze and/or asthma was 9.1% (boys 10.2%, girls 7.8%; p = 0.005). The lifetime prevalence of wheeze in this survey was 16.5%. Overall, only 34% of those reporting wheeze also reported a history of bronchial asthma. Nighttime symptoms such as irritant cough, tightness in the chest and wheezing were reported significantly more often in households with smokers than in families without smokers (p = 0.025). Living in a metropolitan area seems to be a risk factor for asthma symptoms at night when compared with families living in the country (p = 0.005). The current prevalence of asthmatic symptoms in Swiss children is a high as reported in other countries of the northern hemisphere. Our data disclosed a substantial proportion of underdiagnosis of asthma in Swiss children. We speculate that underdiagnosis is a risk factor for undertreatment of childhood asthma.